This article reflects on the way apparently low-level linguistic variances in the way
Over the past few years, I have wrestled with a set of low-level linguistic problems when publishing essays about digital humanities research and teaching in English-language scholarly journals and books. These problems may be put in the form of two questions: is the noun phrase digital humanities treated as singular or plural? And should we crown the phrase with the definite article (the digital humanities)? [the] digital humanities to the journal's general audience of literature and language scholars (Liu, 2013b) .
2 The title of the piece as submitted was "The Meaning of Digital Humanities." But the copy editor added the definite article, and the title as finally published was "The Meaning of the Digital Humanities." Nor is it just in prominent places like titles that such issues arise. Usage problems related to definite and indefinite articles, subject-verb concord (do/does digital humanities take the verb are or is?), and so on are sprinkled throughout writings on [the] digital humanities both in scholarship and in popular discussions.
For example, some writers split the difference between plural and singular uses of digital humanities by simply ignoring the need for subject-verb concord. "Digital Humanities is not a unified field but an array of convergent practices that explore a universe," the scholars behind the "Digital Humanities Manifesto 2.0" proclaim in a wonderful piece of verbal legerdemain at once repudiating the notion of "a unified field"
and affirming it through the singular verb "is" (Schnapp, Presner, Lunenfeld, et al., 2009) .
Similarly, the Wikipedia article on the subject begins, "Digital humanities is an area" (Wikipedia contributors, "Digital Humanities," 2015).
Other (Lipsitz, 2015) . The internal debates that digital humanists are having about whether "DH" is or is not, and should or should not be, a field are part of a larger scholarly conversation bristling with other agendas, urgencies, precedents, and politics. This article is extensively revised and expanded from a post on my blog (Liu, 2013a) . Fitzpatrick (2012: 12) also discusses the problem of the definite article and singular/plural agreement in relation to the phrase digital humanities.
2
Later in this article, I express a decision about whether or not [the] digital humanities can best be treated linguistically as a single field requiring the definite article. Until that time, I place the definite article in brackets.
3
While the "Open Thread" edited by Koh and Risam (2013) is extensive for an online discussion, it is still a relatively compact single document. It may thus be easily studied linguistically through such commonly used text-analysis or corpus linguistics tools as Antconc (Anthony, 2015) . The concordance and word list views of the latter tool are in this case very instructive. However, mainly because of the small document or sample size, I have not attempted to study the "Open Thread" through topic modeling, statistical clustering, comparison with national or other representative linguistic corpora, and other techniques that may or may not reveal patterns in the understanding of the digital humanities at a higher level of context than words and ngrams. Such would be the next step with a larger representative corpus of writings about the digital humanities.
4
Fitzpatrick (2012) and Parry (2012) are representative in discussing some of the issues involved in whether the digital humanities should be thought of as a field. Other writings related to the issues I raise include: Cecire, 2013; Golumbia, 2013a Golumbia, , 2013b Kleinman, 2013; Rhody, 2013. 5 Here for the first time I use the definite article the before digital humanities without italics, quotation marks, or brackets.
6
A fuller examination of singular concord would need to consider long-term, general trends in the way collective nouns evolve in use toward normative plural or singular concord. On this topic, see Levin, 1999. 7 The Google Books Ngram Viewer indicates that the frequency of the phrase media studies in its English corpus suddenly spiked upward beginning circa 1972. Leet or leetspeak refers to the use of alternative, faux-technical spellings and abbreviations on the Internet and in other areas of digital culture to create an argot symbolizing membership in an "elite" digital insiders' community. A common example is n00b for newbie. See Wikipedia contributors, "Leet," 2015. While the non-standard usages in digital humanities discourse I have mentioned are not as extreme as leetspeak, the acronym "DH" trends in that direction.
